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Culture for Sale in Solvang, California:
A Little Bit of Denmark, Disney, or Something
Else?
by Hanne Pico Larsen
Danish educators coming from a Danish settlement in the Midwest
founded Solvang in 1911. During the first 20 years or so, Solvang
looked like an average Pacific Coast American town - but
underneath lurked Danish, Grundtvigian values and philosophy.
Little by little, the picture changed. After World War II, many
original buildings representing these Danish values, such as a Folk
High School and an assembly hall, even if not particularly Danish
looking, were demolished in order to provide space for new
"Danish-style" buildings in the commercial center of town. A
Danish-style architecture was introduced and since then, the town
became "hyper-Danish" in form and "typically American" in
content.
In 1947, Solvang was discovered nationwide as "Little Denmark"
by The Saturday Evening Post. The discovery resulted in a romantic
article about the little, overlooked town and thereby roused the
curiosity of many travelers. The article was jazzed up with postcardlike pictures showing blond children and adults in folk costumes;
the church; a baker in action; the head master of the High School
wearing a Danish outfit, smoking a pipe, and proudly displaying the
guestbook; and people folk-dancing in the grove. Beneath one of the
pictures was written: "Near-by Hollywood could not have created a
more exquisite setting than the founders of 'Little Denmark' chose
for themselves, in the lush Santa Ynez Valley against a backdrop of
mountains." 1 It was not a tourist advertisement per se, but it had the
same effect.
Solvang decided to use the newfound national attention to "stage"
the annual festival, Danish Days, with an open invitation to the
outside world. The outside world indeed accepted the invitation,
and soon local merchants and civic leaders sensed the commercial
value of emphasizing Danish traditions. It is interesting that the first
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attention Solvang received from the outside world so obviously
played off the theatricality issue by mentioning the Hollywood set.
It is also worth noting that although the journalist sees it all as a
Hollywood set, it is done in an admiring way, not out of indignation
at the deception.
Today, Solvang has its distinguished architecture and a busy
season all year round during which 1.5 million tourists visit
annually. Solvang still hosts the annual Danish festival, has quiet
tree-lined streets, horse-drawn wagons, a Hans Christian Andersen
Park, windmills, Danish pastries, and dozens of quaint shops to
explore. The commercial center of the town consists of hotels,
restaurants, and shops; not far away one can find a fine golf course,
wine tours, and visits to Arabian and miniature horse-breeding
farms.
Nearby there is a casino, Michael Jackson's famous
Neverland ranch, and Santa Barbara. This is a small "Danish" town
living off of other people's leisure. It looks like a theme park and fits
well the tourist landscape of California, as described by Umberto
Eco after his travel in Hyper reality in the 1970s.2
Solvang was carefully constructed and built up by an architect
who also helped create the Bavarian Village of Leavenworth in the
state of Washington, as well as by a carpenter who came from
Hollywood, where he had built film sets. The same carpenter also
helped to construct The Madonna Inn and to restore the Hearst
Castle. Both men went to Europe several times on fieldtrips so that
they could come back to Solvang and build the perfect fakes. Both
entrepreneurs are American with Danish surnames: Jepsen and
Petersen.
The Ideas of Heritage, Environment, and Tourism
When pondering the terms "heritage" and "environment" or
"cultural landscape" before coming to Solvang, I came to the same
conclusion as Clifford Geertz regarding the somewhat similar
concept of place, namely that "cultural landscape makes a poor
abstraction.
Separated from its materializations it has little
3
meaning."
When I first began researching Solvang, I wanted to take a look at
the Danish community of Solvang, which also represents a themed
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space and a popular tourist destination, in order to investigate
whether or not Solvang really offers for sale "A little bit of
Denmark" to the hordes of tourists who visit every year. The
questions I posed were the following:
• Are the marks on the land really Danish?
• Is it an emotional/cultural landscape to the inhabitants and
the tourists?
• Is it a purely Disneyfied heritage theme park?
• Is it a bit of Denmark frozen in time?
• What is the sense and meaning of the place for those living
there, and for those just visiting?
These questions are still legitimate, and I will answer them during
the next couple of years. While writing this article, however, I was
more interested in the visible cultural landscape, the iconographic
architecture such as the fake windmills. Plunging into the Danish
town for research purposes, I came to realize that my thesis could be
deepened. I found two cultural landscapes: a visible cultural
landscape, which I call "the tourist landscape," and an invisible
cultural landscape. And the phenomenon turned out to be even
more complex when I saw that the two cultural landscapes can
coexist without problems and even reinforce one another.
Investigating first the visible landscape, the tourist landscape, I
took a glider over the town, hoping to get a glimpse of an absurd,
"Danish-looking" environment in the middle of a California
landscape. I was disappointed because all I saw from the silence up
there was a pretty normal American-looking town. I was hoping for
an image of something slightly bizarre, but this did not happen. I
also collected street signs written in Danish, as well as Danish words
on menus, benches, and other places, and I clapped my hands every
time I found misspellings and mispronunciations-just see, the roots
are not going that deep! It would have been so easy if I could have
shown that Solvang is just a constructed stage, which I actually can
claim to some extent. However, at the same time, I had come to
realize that Solvang was resting on deep feelings, pride of history,
retail practices, and local politics. Whereas I had expected to get a
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simplified picture of a town that makes its money selling heritage, I
forgot to recognize that maybe Solvang was created because of the
tourist demand, as Don Lago claims,
It isn't just genuine pride that makes it unfair to accuse
Solvang of selling its heritage for profit. It's also the fact that
no one can manipulate a million people a year into going out
of their way to pay a town hundreds of millions of dollars to
act Danish. It is the tourists who have created Solvang and
not vice versa, and they have demanded that Solvang exists
because of what was lacking elsewhere. I am sure it is not a
coincidence that Solvang happened in the shadow of Los
Angeles. 4

"I took a glider over the town, hoping to get a glimpse of an absurd, 'Danish'
looking environment in the middle of a Californian landscape. I was
disappointed, because all I saw from the silent up there was a pretty normal
American looking town." This and following photos by the author.

Perhaps I had forgotten to consider Solvang as a special "Danish"
location and not just a rather American folkloristic creation placed in
a Danish colony. The combination of the Old Danish settlement and
the modem tendency of selling folklore for profit is an intriguing
one. The discussion about the American relation to "reals" and
"fakes" is not a new one, and its essence can be summed up in the
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following quotations. Miles Orvell, speaking about America and
"the real thing," says, "During the last 25 years Americans have not
merely tolerated the facsimile representation with grudging good
humor. They have loved it." 5 And as Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett
pointed out, creating replicas and recreations of foreign destinations
.is for many not a substitute, but even more compelling than the
destinations it recreates. The simulation offers its own pleasure, the
eeriness of the hyper-real." 6
It remains to authenticate the history of the place. Is the fact that
the Danish people dress up, sell Danish goods, and respond in
Danish, if required, of any importance? Is the Danish representation
in Solvang authoritative because of the presence of some Danes or
some Danishness? Or, is the idea about the putative origin of
Solvang-Denmark-irrelevant?
In this way the cultural landscape of Solvang turned out to be
rather confusing to me after having been let in on the thoughts of the
Chamber of Commerce versus the local store owners, versus the notlocal store owners, versus everybody else, because Solvang might
look like Disneyland, but Solvang also is just another city where
people live and work.7 Or, as Huell Houser, a famous tourist guide
on TV, puts it, "I got some information in the mail that let me know
that this place not only is a great place for tourists to visit, but this is
a real town with real people living here, and more importantly it is a
town with a very rich history." 8
11

••

In Solvang three
languages are
spoken. English,
Spanish and
Danish. Danish
is the least spoken.

The problem of cultural landscapes is getting more and more
complex. Solvang is a cultural landscape within a tourist landscape,
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and it is hard to distinguish what is what. Also, whereas a cultural
landscape "speaks" as a unified entity, the landscape is really the
opposite; it is telling us about an enormous diversity of multiple
opinions, multiple ways of using the space, and multiple perceptions
of it.
People create and even recreate places, and Danish immigrants
created Solvang twice: first for themselves, and then for the tourists.
What also makes the landscape idea a challenge to work with is that
whereas most vegetation and other marks on the land are visible, no
one can see the roots. Therefore, it can be hard for us to see what is
there in Solvang, because, as one local journalist puts it: For many
visitors, Solvang's Danish roots are like real roots. They don't see
them at all. 9 It could be an interesting task to look at the tourist
perception of Solvang: Are the tourists really taken in by the fake
architecture, or do they pretend in order to avoid the feeling of
disappointment? However, I will linger on the roots that nobody
sees, because that is in fact of importance as well.

The different cultural landscapes of Solvang can coexist without problems and
even reinforce each other.
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The Danish Roots That Tourists Do Not See
Most tourists spend the day or the weekend eating their way
through Solvang, trying out the various Danish delicacies such as
Danish sausage and Aebleskiver (little pancake-like balls), Danish
open-faced sandwiches advertised under the Swedish name of
Smorgasbord, Danish chocolate, and other foods. They might end up
buying Dutch blue-and-white Delft-like porcelain and calling
Solvang a "cute little Swedish town." The most ambitious of them
will visit the local museum and maybe go on the heritage walk, but
they are still confused or maybe even indifferent about the
Danishness of Solvang. Neither the heritage walk nor the locals
show the tourists the invisible Danish landscape consisting of, for
example, the Danish cemetery full of Danish names and histories of
people emigrating from Denmark to the "Land of Opportunity"
back in the 1900s. Only a few tourists take time to go to the Danish
Church, where the organist was Danish up until 2005 and where
non-Danish members of the congregation feel they have a hard time
fitting in, exactly because of their lack of Danish background, and
where the choir can actually sing Danish hymns if they have their
arms twisted. Nobody knows about the Danish Lutheran Home
where American Danes come from afar to retire. And they are not
invited to participate in the meetings of either The Danish Sisterhood
or The Danish Brotherhood. They do not know that behind the
choosing of the Danish Maid for the Danish Festival 2004 was a
battle about heritage. They are never really given the chance to feel
the sense of a Danish place, which actually is there.
The most important point to make about the tourist experience
may be to question if that is what the tourists really want? What
would they do at a Danish Brotherhood meeting? They would be so
out of place. And that is the point: they are not "locals," they are
tourists. One needs to create a glossy-sweet externality if tourists are
to return, and that has been done in Solvang. The tourists do not
really want to participate in this behind-the-scenes Danishness. I
know that I am going against most theories on the tourist
experience, as well as simplifying the various kinds of tourist
demands. Tourists just want to be tourists, they do not want to see
the invisible cultural landscape. They want to play golf in quaint
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surroundings. If the tourists really wanted to go back-stage, places
like Disney World and other fantasy-driven cultural phenomena
would not work. Tourists have, by definition, the monopoly on the
suspension of disbelief. Of course the tourists would not visit the
cemetery in Solvang, because it does not give them the experience of
a Disney-like horror-tour, it would just be a less glossy story of
Danish immigrants living and dying like everybody else, and they
would leave without the chill that locals feel when they see the
tombstone with the surnames such as Jensen, Madsen, or Petersen
on it.
Conclusion
I wanted to look at the face of Solvang, the iconographic architecture
that is part of the staging, exhibiting, and promotion of the
Danishness offered as "a little bit of Denmark," or a Den-market. I
wanted to survey whether or not Solvang is a "Disney-fied"
heritage, "dis-danified" in the process? I had not expected to find
anything Danish, whatsoever, in Solvang; I had expected Solvang to
be a fenced-in theme park where tickets are required and funny
trinkets sold, and in many ways it is. Shop owners tum off the lights
at 6 p.m., leave town to go home to the nearby non-Danish cities; the
restaurant owners follow at 9 p.m. at the latest, leaving the tourists
alone on the stage.
I may have spent more time raising problems about the cultural
landscape of Solvang than answering all my own questions, but in
my pondering I did find two very interesting landscapes,
intertwined, but nevertheless coexisting: the remnants of a Danish
colony-a cultural landscape-and a temporary American tourist
trap-a tourist landscape. Regarding the latter, one Solvang local
said, "it [Solvang] is kind of a blend now, I guess; to sum it up, it is
like condensing all the stereotypes about any Danish town and then
putting it kind of in one place." 10 And according to Don Lago,
Even if Solvang isn't authentically old or Danish, it still feels
more authentic than Franchise America. People come here
to feel, if only for a day, if only unconsciously, a sense of
roots and community they can't find in Los Angeles. Even
when they try to take home a bit of Solvang in the form of a
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cheap Dutch souvenir, there is still some authentic in this
impulse. 11
I am not saying that communities do not exist in Los Angeles, but in
Solvang it is just small, quaint, "clean," and more manageable.
As for the unattainable cultural landscape, even if it proves to be
an invisible landscape, we have seen that it is there, and it is
important that it exists in organizations such as The Danish
Sisterhood. The Danish immigrant cultural landscape was there
from Solvang's founding in 1911, and it still is in some form. The
iconographic tourist landscape might even reinforce a sense of
Danishness for the local Danes. The symbolic markers such as the
windmills, the Danish flags fluttering in the wind, the storks on the
roofs, the church, and the half-timbered houses might serve as a base
for national identification for Danish Americans, a base where they
feel a connection to Denmark and hence "at home." 12 Solvang may
be a cultural site rather than a cultural landscape, an Oneiric Home, to
evoke the idea and term for the place where we can store our dreams
and memories and feel at home, as formulated by Gaston
Bachelard. 13 The Danish peasant utopia is being realized in
California, hence it is a fiction, a multilayered hyper-reality, neither
dream nor reality-or maybe exactly both. Solvang is serving as a
local community with real people living in it, and at the same time it
functions as a theme park for tourists.
The idea about landscapes as applied to the Danish town of
Solvang is, therefore, a rather complex one. Solvang was once a
Danish society, then a reconstructed Danish peasant society
functioning as a theme park that, with its iconographic markers on
the land, gives new food for thought and reinforces emotions in the
Danish American Society! Solvang is a little bit of Denmark, Disney,
and something else!
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